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The mannequins are here again. I can feel them throbbing in 
my ears. They’re standing around in the kitchen, impassive as 
stone. But inside they’re laughing. I’m not getting out of bed 
for them, not this time. 

My watch says it’s twelve o’clock. I don’t know if it’s midday or 
midnight. The sun and the moon look the same to me. 

Everything’s the same really, if you think about it. A table, a 
horse, a joke, pity. All the same. 

I can hear the mannequins talking now. Their voices are like 
embers. I don’t know what they’re saying.
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I’m having a bad, bad time. Whenever I shut my eyes I see 
myself as a foetus, glowing in the womb. I’m incomplete: my 
hands are drippy and my song is lost at sea. Even my valves 
and pistons don’t work properly. 

The obvious solution is not to close my eyes. But I have to 
blink now and then. I’m sure you’ll appreciate my 
predicament. 

The mannequins have become suspiciously quiet.
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Yesterday or the day before or some other time, I had a 
visitor. She appeared in the doorway and smiled at me. I 
shone my torch at her, moving the light up and down, to try to 
work her out. She wore a green dress that made me think of 
reptiles.

She asked if she could join me, so I moved to one side and 
pushed back the duvet. 

I may have fallen asleep at that point. Either that, or we had 
sex. Whatever happened, she disappeared afterwards. First 
she was there, then she wasn’t. But she left her green dress 
on my bed. I picked it up to throw it on the floor and found it 
was sticky and brittle, like shed skin.  
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I feel as if I’m in a forest. The stripy wallpaper is probably to 
blame. Sometimes I’m scared. A wolf’s paw rests on my 
shoulder. 

The mannequins in my kitchen will be eating toast now. 
They’re welcome to it; I don’t even like bread. 

My room smells of rotten eggs. I’ve no idea why. The stink 
would make you gag, if you were here and not elsewhere or 
six feet under or nowhere. Actually, I quite like the stench, 
which I consider a charm to ward off evil.  

Something’s rustling in the dead leaves. 
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Everything in this room looks like an old photograph. Mum and 
Dad are probably sliding around in the shadows somewhere, 
their cracked heads leaking red wine. 

It’s a good idea to have a book to hand, to while away the 
time. Not that I’m waiting for anything. You know what I 
mean. It’s just sensible to have a book, so you can look at 
words and wonder at their odd shapes and try to fathom their 
meanings. Stops you thinking about other things. 

Mind you, when I was little I fell into a book and was lucky to 
get out alive.  
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Memories trouble me. There are three kinds: memories of 
things that have happened, memories of things I think 
happened but didn’t, and memories I invented to amuse 
myself or cheer myself up or give myself something to be sad 
or angry about. 

I can never tell which category a memory belongs to. Probably 
doesn’t matter. Memories are stories or disconnected parts of 
stories, and we all need stories. 

Here’s one: I’m walking along a shingle beach under a thin veil 
of cloud on a warm summer’s day, when I come across a set of 
false teeth. After I’ve kicked it into the sea an old man with a 
bleeding mouth walks past.

I often find myself laughing for no reason.
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There are seagulls on the roof, screeching like a Punch and 
Judy show. They’re probably in cahoots with the mannequins. 

Something’s moving among the trees or the stripes in the 
wallpaper or the bars of my prison.

It’s difficult not to feel uneasy.
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When my twin was alive he used to rent the house opposite 
mine. Every morning I’d open the bathroom window and wave 
to him. He’d carry on cleaning his teeth or having a piss or 
whatever and wouldn’t wave back. That didn’t bother me 
though: twins have a special bond. It doesn’t matter how they 
treat each other. 

The mannequins are giving me a headache. They’re putting 
their knives and plates in the dishwasher, with an unnecessary 
amount of clattering. 

When I was an embryo I was more fish than human. I’ve still 
got the gills, on both sides of my neck. If I think about it too 
much I start suffocating.
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My body is worn out. It’s shiny in places from all the rubbing 
and you can see the stitches. I don’t have another one in the 
wardrobe and I’m not in a position to go out and hunt for one 
or buy one or mug someone and steal theirs, so I’ll just have 
to manage with this one or take it off altogether. It’s 
immaterial really. 

There’s a scratching sound coming from under the bed. It 
could be Mum or Dad. I can’t remember if that was the last 
place I saw them. 

The seagulls are still having a domestic. 

You’d think that shutting myself in my bedroom and having 
nothing more to do with the world would be conducive to 
peace, wouldn't you? Well let me tell you, it isn’t.
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I remember your legs. You always wore high heels, even when 
it was just the two of us here, doing nothing. Your legs used to 
walk across the kitchen with a sharp clickety-clack. In a 
recurring dream, they dance the tango. 

I wonder where your legs have taken you. 

Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that today is Sunday. My 
day of rest. I’ve created a world. It’s hidden, probably in the 
wardrobe or the chest of drawers. I take little interest in it. 
Like God, I enjoyed the act of creation but accept no 
responsibility for subsequent developments.
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The mannequins used to put snails in my garden, hundreds of 
them. They’d place them on the lawn, the pathway, the flower 
beds, then set them going, like little automata. I never got to 
the bottom of why they did it. Some plants suffered, but I 
didn’t care. 

The only thing that bothered me was finding a cluster of snails 
on the handlebars of my bike. Their configuration looked 
somehow like a code, a message. Naturally, I was unable to 
read it.
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When my twin was alive we used to play the stock markets. 
We’d sit on top of London’s tallest skyscraper and dice with 
death. We’d shoot thunderbolts made of pound coins at the 
people below. We’d laugh until our eyes bled. 

My stripy wallpaper looks like planks of wood in this light. I 
could saw through them, make them into something. A shed, 
perhaps. Or a cross. But I don’t have a saw.
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Silence. The seagulls must have flown away. Mum or Dad or 
whatever’s under the bed has stopped scratching around. 

I can’t hear the mannequins. I imagine they’re waiting at the 
bottom of the stairs, faces turned upwards. 

Last time you called you didn’t leave a message. You phoned 
but you didn’t speak. I heard your number recited by the 
phone lady, then a click. Then nothing.
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If someone were to come into this room right now they 
wouldn’t be able to see me. I’m barely here. I picture myself 
as a slight haze over the bed or a trick of the light. It’s a very 
liberating state to be in.

There aren’t many things I’m good at, but I do have one gift. I 
photograph people’s dreams. All of the pictures collected here 
are such photos, or oneirographs, to give them their correct 
name. Most of them capture moments in my dreams, though 
some are yours. Some belonged to my twin. One or two are of 
mysterious provenance and may belong to the mannequins, 
who all dream as one. I can’t remember.
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I was walking along a sandy beach, when I came across a 
severed head. No, that’s not it. I was walking along a sandy 
beach, when I came across a toupée. That’s not quite right 
either. I was walking along a shingle beach, when I came 
across a fireman’s helmet. 

I give up.
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As a boy, I found the idea of God terrifying. In my dreams he 
used to open my head and scrutinise every bad thought, every 
shameful memory. 

Then I grew up and realised that God is just a toothless old 
man. If he ever crossed my path, he’d be sorry! I’d kick his 
head in. 

I was wired up all wrong. I keep shorting out. I don't 
understand the things I’ve just done. I should call an 
electrician.
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Mum’s sitting in the corner, on the floor. I wish she’d stand up 
or sit on the bed. It must mean Dad’s around. She’s probably 
feeling nervous and doesn’t want to provoke him. Whenever 
she catches my eye she starts singing “O mio babbino caro”. 
So I avoid eye contact as best I can. 

My twin used to love Mum’s singing. He’d sit at her feet and 
wail along. Dad would be in the other room, inventing 
machines for killing cats. He insists that cats carry a parasite 
that causes schizophrenia in humans. 

His hatred of cats is all-consuming.
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When Mum was giving birth to me and my twin a cockroach 
fell from the ceiling of the maternity ward and landed on her 
belly. I can’t remember who told me that story. Anyway, as a 
result of hearing it, I have an affinity for vermin. 

I’ve just been sick on the duvet. I think I was probably asleep 
when it happened. 

My watch says it’s twelve o’clock. 

There’s a photo of you by my bedside. I’ve blacked out the 
eyes. 

I can hear the mannequins slowly ascending the stairs.
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Taking an oneirograph is not easy. It requires certain 
equipment: photosensitive paper, a snakeskin lens, a set of 
false teeth, red wine, a wedding veil, a fireman’s helmet and a 
cat’s skull. 

You enter the dreamer’s mind via the left ear. Then there is a 
labyrinth to negotiate. Something snorts in the red darkness. 
You have to be quick. 

I’ll never forget the time you caught me in the act. I cut my 
hands and my horns wilted.
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From one moment to the next my bedroom is not the same. 
The forest has receded into the distance and the stripy 
wallpaper has resolved itself into parallel lines meeting at 
infinity. 

Nothing amazes me anymore. 

There are corridors everywhere, new avenues. I could get out 
of bed and run into any kind of adventure. But not now. I’m 
exhausted. The memories are draining me. 

Here’s one. I’m nine years old. I set fire to an evergreen tree 
at the bottom of the garden. It’s an accident. I run up the long 
gravel path to the house, where Mum and Dad are sitting in 
the shadows. When I tell them what happened they think I’m 
joking. The conflagration spreads and consumes the whole 
neighbourhood.
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Mannequins and spiders share a common ancestry. You have 
only to look at their behaviour to see that.
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I’m not always sure you’re gone. The headaches could be you. 
So could the constant feeling that I’m about to come down 
with a cold. 

Maybe you’re swimming out at sea. I can hear waves crashing 
on the shore. 

When I pull the curtain to one side and look out it’s the same 
old view: the street, abandoned cars, houses. The house 
opposite, where my twin used to live. 

So why can I hear the sea?
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When my twin was alive he used to have nightmares about a 
bird-man, who would emerge from the wallpaper and pour red 
liquid from a vial into his ear as he slept. 

I think he was dreaming about Dad. His hooked nose looks not 
unlike a beak. And he always has a glass of red wine in his 
hand. 

Didn’t Claudius kill Hamlet Senior by pouring poison into his 
ear? 

These are murky waters.
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It’s still twelve o’clock. I don’t know if that means my watch is 
broken or time has stopped. Not that it makes any difference. 

The floorboards on the landing are creaking like an old 
schooner. The mannequins must be outside my door. I’m not 
going to let them in. They are not welcome. 

Under my bed is a cardboard box, in which I keep my 
oneirographs. Some of them are quite dull, indistinguishable 
from photographs of real events. I’ve considered cutting them 
up and arranging them into a collage, to make them more 
interesting. But there’s something about a picture of an empty 
street or a seagull on a beach that I like. I think I enjoy their 
quiet ordinariness.
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Bikes are the best way to get around. When you’re peddling 
your bike you’re at one with it. You feel every jolt and turn, 
the rhythm of the road or path in your legs and back and arms 
and neck. You just don’t get that with a car. A car is a coffin. 
Inside, we’re cut off from life, cocooned from the journey. We 
put on the air con, some music. Anything to make it feel as if 
we’re not travelling. 

Or maybe a car is a womb on wheels. We’re snuggled up 
inside, taken care of. Warm air if you need it. 

Maybe this room is a womb. 
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Last week or the week before or some other time, I had a 
visitor. He was selling seashells. He carted them into my room 
in a wheelbarrow. I explained that I had no need for such 
items, but he wouldn’t listen, insisting on showing me his 
entire collection and explaining each individual shell at length. 

After a few hours he passed out from the exertion. I 
considered taking an oneirograph of whatever he was 
dreaming, but thought better of it. It was bound to be 
something to do with seashells. 

I don’t know why I referred to the visitor as a “he”. He could 
equally have been a woman.
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On my wedding day, after the speeches and lots of 
champagne, I was desperate for a piss, so I went off in search 
of the loo. I soon got lost in a maze of white corridors. The 
silence was awful. 

I remembered being told that you can get out of any maze by 
turning left at the first opportunity, then turning right every 
time thereafter. So I gave it a go. 

I didn’t ever find my way back to the celebrations, but I did 
happen upon a door with an intriguing sign that read: “The 
Phantom Room.”

As you would expect, I opened the door and went in. 

I have a feeling I may still be there.
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What’s the time, Mr Wolf? That’s an interesting game. When 
you’re the wolf, you get to decide what time it is. 

Wolves haunt imaginary forests and folklore. They prey on 
innocents. I often see them on the periphery of my vision, 
biding their time in the wallpaper. 

My clockwork heart thumps away the seconds.
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Mum’s fluttering up at the ceiling, moth-like. I shine my torch 
on her, in the hope she’ll spiral down to the light source, but 
she seems very confused and starts singing “Der Hölle Rache” 
in a papery voice. 

Dad used to pin Mum to one of his display boards when he was 
expecting visitors. They’d all stand around with glasses of red 
wine, nodding and laughing indulgently as Dad explained such 
things as her feeding habits, her preening, her desperate song. 

No one visits Dad these days. They probably assume he’s 
dead. Like father, like son.
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I can hear Dad's muffled voice coming from inside the 
wardrobe. He’s delivering a lecture on the subject of feline 
psychosis. It’s best to leave him to it. 

Once, when I was in my early teens, I woke up to find a set of 
false teeth in the glass of water at my bedside. Horrified, I 
opened the window and sloshed it away. It landed in a flower 
bed, and nine months later we had a denture tree. 

Now I hear water. Not the sea this time. Sounds like the bath 
running. 

It must be the mannequins.
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The stripes on my wallpaper are motorways. Looking closely, 
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The stripes in my wallpaper are motorways. Looking closely, I 
can see thousands of stationary cars. Where are the drivers? 
Are they sitting inside, waiting for the traffic to clear? Or have 
they all abandoned their vehicles and run away to the 
countryside, into the woods, or to the beach, kicking off their 
shoes and ripping off their shirts as they go?

When I put my ear to the wall I can hear the purr of the 
engines, turning over. Or perhaps there’s a cat on the other 
side of the partition. Or the purring could be my own laboured 
breathing. Or the mannequins. Or the running bath. 

Short of opening the door to have a look (which I have no 
intention of doing), I doubt there’s any way I can find out. 
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When I was eight I ran away from home and got lost in some 
woods. I tried to navigate my way out by using the sun as a 
reference point, but it kept moving so I gave up and sat under 
a tree. I must have fallen asleep, because I had a terrible 
dream about my twin trying to murder me by opening my skull 
with a crowbar and feeding a snake into the corridors of my 
brain. 

In the end, Dad found me. He seemed neither relieved nor 
angry. He packed me into the glove compartment and drove 
me home.
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I don’t know why I’m writing all this down. I suppose it whiles 
away the time. And I want to leave some sort of record. That 
must be it; I need to record things that will otherwise 
disappear and leave no trace. I am one of those things. 

The oneirographs help me remember. I go through my great 
pile of pictures, and when I see one that sparks a recollection I 
put it to one side. Later, I look at it before writing. Past events 
come back, like ghosts. Dreams, mine and other people’s, are 
a route to memory. 

Or an oneirograph illuminates the present, helps me see it, like 
torchlight on a woman’s face. 
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How long have you been away? I can’t remember what you 
look like. The photo by my bedside doesn't help; it’s a younger 
you, years before you left. And anyway, I blacked out the 
eyes. 

I think of myself as a machine and you as my operator. You’ve 
downed tools and walked out. Who’s going to pull my levers 
now?

I picture you in an office, surrounded by clockwork activity. 
White light blasts in through the windows. Laser printers and 
fingers tapping keyboards. You’re totally still, upright in your 
chair, fingers poised to type an email, eyes far away. 

You’re the Mannequin Queen.
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The bath has stopped running. The mannequins will be 
bending over its water, falling in love with their own 
reflections. 

Writing is exhausting. 

The bed is a magnet and I’m stuck fast.
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A memory: I’m coiled in my box, throbbing with someone 
else’s blood. My stunted hands are useless, but you should see 
my teeth!

A little girl opens the box and I leap out, screaming, on my 
umbilical spring. The light hurts my eyes. 

My twin is nowhere to be seen.
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Little Red Riding-Hood killed the wolf and bottled his blood. 
Then she traipsed to her grandmother’s house through the 
maze of trees and they shared a glass of red. The end. 

Dad’s not here. He’s a phantom, flitting between memories. I 
might as well stop thinking about him. 

I was walking along a sandy beach on a cold November day, 
when I came across the head of a child’s doll. One eye was 
closed, as if it was winking at me. I kicked it into the sea and 
carried on.
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Yellow is a much-maligned colour. People associate it with 
cowardice and melancholy, but I like it. My torch makes a 
circle of yellow light on the wall opposite. 

A fireman’s helmet is yellow. Firemen are heroes, diving from 
ladders into the roaring maws of burning buildings. They 
smash their way out with babies and women tucked under 
their arms. The crowds go wild. 

My twin was a fireman. 

When I was nine years old I set fire to an evergreen tree at 
the bottom of the garden. It wasn’t an accident. I ran up the 
gravel path to the house, where Mum and Dad were drinking 
red wine. When I told them what happened they called the fire 
brigade. The end.
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The mannequins are scratching at my door. I knew this would 
happen. They were just biding their time in the bathroom, or 
preparing for my drowning. I’m not letting them in. Can’t 
anyway; I haven’t the strength to pull myself out of bed. 

Or maybe it’s you trying to get in. You’re horny as hell and 
shaking with excitement. 

Smoking is very bad for your health, although nicotine aids 
concentration and memory. I light up and enjoy a post-coital 
cigarette in anticipation.
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It’s the end of the road, the end of the pathway through the 
forest, and what exists beyond it hasn’t been imagined or 
invented, let alone written, so let’s take a moment to savour 
the freedom of nothingness. 

My door is opening.

I flick my cigarette onto the duvet. Its orange glow is a smile, 
a promise, a kiss. 

The phantoms shrink into the shadows. 

I’m walking along a beach on a beautiful day in August, when I 
come across a photo that someone has discarded. I pick it up. 
It’s a passport photo of me, an awkward headshot. 

My face is expressionless. My skin looks like plastic or 
fibreglass. 

I look out over the rasping sea and find myself laughing. I 
don’t know why. 

The mannequins are here.  




